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Project Status Using Green, Yellow, Red

 Many companies use some form of traffic light indicators (Green, 
Yellow, Red)

 Often they are debated in status meetings

 One person thinks their project is green while members on the project 
team or other stakeholders think it’s yellow

 The issue is that these indicators are subjective

 Project Managers become fearful of telling their sponsor that their 
project has issues. 

 When you do move your project to yellow or red you are judged. 

 Stakeholders and sponsors begin to ask pointed questions like: “What 
went wrong?”, “Why didn’t you manage this project better?”, “How 
can we avoid this from happening again?”, “What is your go to green 
plan?” 

Introduction
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Project Status Using Green, Yellow, Red

 These traffic light status indicators are used because they are easy to 

look, at a glance, through a portfolio of projects and see where there 

is a problem. 

 Some companies are even calling these indicators RAG (Red, Amber, 

Green) they do this so additional colors like orange can be added to 

the dashboard spectrum to get more granularity. 

• Orange Indicators are used by organizations that want to differentiate between the 

potential for slippage. 

• Yellow indicating thresholds are being approached or surprises have surfaced for 

which there was not an existing mitigation. 

• Orange actual slippage, indicating that action is being taken by the project 

manager/sponsor to address and to bring the project back on track, but critical 

thresholds have not been breached.

Introduction
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Project Status Using Green, Yellow, Red

 Regardless of what your company uses, a project manager needs to 

know how to report the status of their project without giving too little 

information, too much information, or just the right amount of 

information. As project managers we have to know what just the right 

amount of information is. 

 The question to ask is how we can effectively report in a quick and 

easy way the things that are important regarding the triple constraint 

(schedule, budget, and scope) without being biased or prejudiced.

Introduction
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Project Status Using Green, Yellow, Red

 Traffic light indicators have many shortcomings and potential 

repercussions 

 Problems with the Traffic Light status approach are:

 They are subjective to interpretation and influence

 They don’t have objective measurements to guide Project Health

 A project can report green and suddenly turn red a few days before the 

launch

 A project can report red and be rationalized to green or yellow without 

any objective data

 They don’t have a prior indicator to problems

 Bottom line, as a project manager you should be tracking metrics 

associated with the dashboard colors.

The Problem
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Project Status Using Green, Yellow, Red

 Substantiate these traffic light indicators with some 

metrics and thresholds. 

 We need to ask:

 Is the project performing to budget? 

 Is the project on schedule? 

 Is it delivering the agreed to scope? 

 We should be defining Green, Yellow, Red based on the 

triple constraint as this is more objective.

New Approach
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Project Status Using Green, Yellow, Red

 Scope

 Reporting scope status is a bit tricky as it is either defined, or it’s not.  

 A good way to monitor the health of your Scope is to track the number of pending, 

approved, or rejected change requests (post-requirements approval). 

 A change in Scope will also (likely) impact your Schedule and/or Cost – this area 

bleeds into the other two. 

 Schedule

 Reporting schedule status is more intrinsic to many project managers. Most project 

managers define a WBS early in their project lifecycle.

 The idea of reporting status is about using the major milestones in your schedule and 

noting when you are starting to press against the thresholds that you define early in 

the lifecycle. 

 Cost

 Reporting cost status depends on the thresholds that your company or organization 

feels is tolerable for green, yellow, and red indicators. 

 Cost is either under, on, or over budget by some percentage.

Reporting
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Project Status Using Green, Yellow, Red

 We have discussed a simple method of reporting status using the triple 

constraint. 

 There are more detailed reports that can help in defining your Green, Yellow, 

Red status such as Earned Value Management and detailed risk and issues 

analysis

 Utilize your project plans, work performance, budget forecasts, and other 

organizational process assets (such as formal and informal plans, policies, 

procedures, guidelines, historical information and lessons learned) to 

establish the traffic light definitions and thresholds.

Reporting
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Project Status Using Green, Yellow, Red

 If your company applies earned value management measurements like 

schedule performance index (SPI), and cost performance index (CPI) then 

establish objective ranges to determine the true project status color.

 Earned Value is an objective method of determining project performance 

instead of subjective approaches.

 Applying Earned Value enforces the project discipline of tracking project 

actual performance against baseline costs and dates.

 Use Estimate at Complete calculations these can also forecast true project 

costs based on project performance.

Earned Value Management

Earned Value Management is a topic of its own.
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Project Status Using Green, Yellow, Red

 Talk with your Project Sponsor early in the project to define what an 

acceptable:

 Amount of change

 Range for schedule performance

 Cost limits

 Remember to communicate these definitions and ranges to ensure everyone 

understands what green, yellow and red means.

Reporting
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Project Status Using Green, Yellow, Red

 Let’s apply this in the table below that defines the traffic light colors and the 

action that should be taken for each.

Definitions & Thresholds

Indicator Description Action
Green  The project is performing to plan. On schedule, on budget, on scope. 

Basically there are no risks that can’t be mitigated at the moment.

 Everyone is confident that the project will be completed as planned.

 The project’s critical parameters are within the established 

thresholds and no new issues or risks have arisen to jeopardize them.

 Example Thresholds could be:

o +/- 1-5% within budget

o On schedule or <10 days late or 0-10% Schedule Variance

o 0-2 scope changes or 0 defects

o SPI and CPI range (.95-1)

No action needed 

so proceed as 

planned.
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Project Status Using Green, Yellow, Red

Definitions & Thresholds

Indicator Description Action
Yellow  There are potential issues with the schedule, budget, or scope, but 

each can be saved with corrective actions.

 A problem has a negative effect on project performance, but can be 

dealt with by the project manager or project delivery team. Action is 

taken to resolve the problem or a decision made to watch the 

situation. 

 Example Thresholds could be:

o 6-9% over budget

o 10-15 days late or 11%-20% Schedule Variance

o 3-5 scope changes or 1-5 defects

o SPI and CPI range (.85-.94)

The stakeholders 

and sponsor should 

be notified using a 

progress report or 

scheduled briefing 

and a go to green 

plan developed.
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Project Status Using Green, Yellow, Red

Definitions & Thresholds

Indicator Description Action
Red  An issue has surfaced and we do not believe 100% project success can 

be obtained due to the discovery. More than likely we will either miss 

the desired date, or exceed budget beyond acceptable limits, or not be 

able to deliver the desired scope.

 Issues or risks have arisen with no immediate mitigation plan, or 

existing mitigation plans are failing to resolve the issue and are 

jeopardizing the critical parameters. 

 Examples Thresholds could be:

o =>10% over budget

o >15 days late or >20% Schedule Variance

o >5 scope changes or >5 defects

o SPI and CPI range (0-.84)

The matter should 

be escalated to 

the project 

sponsor 

immediately and a 

go to green plan 

developed.
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Project Status Using Green, Yellow, Red

 A project’s status of green, yellow, or red is subjective, and in most 

organizations, you have multiple project managers assigning status. 

 Therefore you must have some level of consistency in defining and using 

traffic light indicators. 

 Have a candid discussion with your sponsor about metric thresholds. 

 Make public the thresholds, standards and guidelines used to set the 

indicators, so that people know how projects are being measured. 

 The efficiency of traffic light project tracking indicators is wholly dependent 

on the integrity of the project manager and the definition and thresholds of 

the assigned color status.

 An inappropriate color rating can lead to issue avoidance and ultimately 

project failure. 

Summary
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Project Status Using Green, Yellow, Red

 The objective of project dashboards that use traffic light indicators is to 

provide an at-a-glance status of a project’s progress and whether or not 

executive assistance/awareness is required. 

 In order to be of use, the criteria for determining status needs to be 

consistent across all reporting managers & stakeholders. 

 In order to be of benefit, the response to a status change should be viewed as 

an opportunity to increase the chance of a project’s success and not a 

reflection of the skills of the PM or other project stakeholders.

 Therefore, the traffic light system should not be used to hide problems. 

Rather, the color rating is a way of tracking project progress and seeking 

support and guidance from the sponsor and senior stakeholders.

Summary
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